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Warren's “Blackberry Winter”: A Reading
James E. Rocks
Loyola University of Chicago
Robert Penn Warren wrote “Blackberry Winter” shortly after he
 
completed All the King's Men and “A Poem of Pure Imagination: an
 Experiment in Reading,” the long essay on The Ancient Mariner;
 these three works,
 
written during 1945 and 1946, are notable examples  
of their respective genres and reveal Warren’
s
 varied literary talents.  
That “Blackberry Winter”
 
was written  soon after the novel and essay  
suggests that
 
it might be read critically in the light of the two earlier  
works. It is unlikely that
 
they influenced  the short story in any defi ­
nite way, but the essay on Coleridge and All the King's Men 
do foreshadow some of the
 
themes, symbols and techniques of the story  
and indicate that Warren was thinking about similar problems
 
as he  
wrote each work. All the King's Men and “Blackberry Winter” share
 the same mood of impending disorder and express a similar view of
 the idea of
 
change, a major theme in Warren’s work.
In “Writer at Work: How a Story was Born
 
and How, Bit by Bit, It  
Grew,” Warren describes the origin of “Blackberry Winter” in World
 War II,
 
when he felt civilization might never again be the same. A line  
in Melville’s poem “The Conflict of Convictions” carried for him the
 frightening reminder that wars threaten to uncover the “slimed foun
­dations” of the world, an image that is reminiscent in tone of the
 decay,
 
corruption and death in the novel and the story.1 His tale grew,  
he says, from the association of various experiences in his own life and
 was
 
an attempt to treat the “adult’s grim orientation” toward the fact  
of time and the fall of man into moral awareness. As Warren writes, 
“
I  
wanted the story to give some notion that out of change and loss a
 human recognition may be redeemed, more precious for being no
 longer innocent.”2 This condition of growth into maturity, with its
 concomitant gains and losses, is shared by Jack Burden in All the
 King's Men and Seth in “Blackberry Winter.”
Warren’
s
 essay on “Blackberry Winter” gives us some clues in  
reading both
 
the  story and All the King's Men, but it is like Poe’s “The  
Philosophy of Composition” or Allen Tate’s “Narcissus as Narcissus”
 in that it leaves most of the important pieces of the puzzle for the
 reader to assemble.
 
Warren expects the reader, like the writer in the act  
of composing, to be a creative and discerning individual. The quest for
 knowledge
 
that fictional characters undergo is interpreted by a sym-
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pathetic and imaginative reader, who must discover in the work the
 
symbols, myths and archetypes
 
that the writer has used to dramatize  
the universal human condition.3 As a New Critic, Warren affirms the
 significance of a symbolic reading of literature and states that a
 “poem is the light by which the reader may view and review all the
 areas of experience with which he is acquainted.”4 A story, like a
 poem, uses symbol and has rich texture. Warren stresses the varied
 and suggestive meaning of any symbol, particularly one “rooted in
 our universal natural experience.”5 The sun, moon, stars and wind
 that he identifies in Coleridge are examples of such fundamental
 symbols, which like the archetypes of rebirth and the journey in
 Coleridge are to be found in Warren’s own work, including, of course,
 “Blackberry Winter” and All the King's Men.
Warren’s discussion of Coleridge’
s
 sacramental conception of the  
universe, violated by the Mariner’s crime against the sanctity of
 nature, is relevant to a reading of “Blackberry Winter.” The short
 story examines how the prideful individual can
 
isolate himself from  
what Warren calls the sense of the “One Life”6 in which all creation
 participates. In “Blackberry Winter” the older Seth arrives at a sim
­ilar knowledge as he looks back at his day’s journey: like the Mariner,
 he learns about the beauty and
 
terror of the universe and the natural  
process of change that both renews and destroys. Seth, like all men,
 must reenact the fall of the first father, Adam,
 
whose third  son we are  
told in Genesis was named Seth. Although the story, in its series of
 episodes and recurring symbols, seems to emphasize
 
decay and death  
(the “slimed foundations”), it asserts finally the triumph of human
 perception over the natural forces that age and destroy. Seth, whose
 fall is fortunate, has moved, like Jack Burden and Ann Stanton in All
 the King's Men, “into history and
 
the awful responsibility of Time.”7  
The adult Seth, like
 
Jack and Anne, has learned the meanings of sin  
and guilt, isolation and community.
The tramp, or the Mysterious Stranger, represents, as Warren
 
finds them in Coleridge’
s
 poem, the ideas of sin and guilt and the  
isolation that attends them. Warren maintains that Coleridge was
 interested in the mystery of original sin — not hereditary sin, how
­ever, but sin that is original with the sinner and is a manifestation of
 his own will. In the Mariner, Warren says, we witness the corruption
 of the will, which is the beginning of
 
the moral history of man. The  
Mariner’
s
 killing of the albatross reenacts the fall and is a condition of  
2





the will and results from no single human motive. Although a compar
­
ison between the Mariner and Willie Stark certainly cannot be carried
 too
 
far, one may see in Stark an example of the corruption of the will  
that Warren finds
 
in the  Mariner. Like the Mariner, Willie makes his  
own convenience the measure of an act and therefore isolates himself
 from the
 
“One Life.” One might argue, then, that Willie Stark and the  
tramp in “Blackberry Winter” represent in Warren’
s
 fiction the cor ­
ruption of the will and the isolation of sin he finds in
 
Coleridge. Both  
men are agents in the narrators’ initiations and can be viewed as
 primarily beneficial in their influence on them. Stark may be corrupt
 in the means of his politics but he is often motivated by altruistic ends;
 goodness, as Jack Burden learns,
 
can be  accomplished by the morally  
bad agent. Like Stark, the tramp is also a human being, however
 sinful
 
and violent he may appear. In “Blackberry Winter,” as Warren  
states in
 
“Writer at Work,” Seth remembers “this lost, mean, defeated,  
cowardly, worthless, bitter being as somehow a man” who had come
 “out of the darkening grown-up world of time.”8 The Ancient Mariner,
 Willie Stark and the tramp are alike in that they serve to elicit the
 emotions of pity and terror from the reader and suggest the knowledge
 that man must apprehend if he is to avoid a similar fate. Each of these
 men enters a “darkening grown-up world of
 
time”; so, also, do their  
observers, the wedding
 
guest, Jack Burden and Seth. An awareness of  
time is a central concern of Warren’s characters, and in his story he
 depicts the truth that Jack Burden and Seth must suffer to learn; life is
 motion toward knowledge.
The title “Blackberry Winter” foreshadows the principal knowl
­
edge that Seth will gain: what man thinks has been permanent and
 will always remain permanent is subject to unexpected and devastat
­ing change. As a boy Seth believes that what
 
he  has done before will  
remain possible forever — that in
 
June, for example, one need never  
wear shoes:
... when you are nine years old, what you remember seems forever; for
 
you remember everything and everything is important and stands big
 and full and fills up Time and is so solid that you can walk around and
 around it like a tree and look at it. You are aware that time passes, that
 there 
is
 a movement in time, but that is not what Time is. Time is not a  
movement, a flowing, a wind then, but is, rather, a kind of climate in
 which things 
are,
 and when a thing happens it begins to live and keeps  
on living and stands solid in Time like a tree that you can walk around.
 And if there is a movement, the movement is not Time itself, any more
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than a breeze is 
climate,
 and all the breeze does is to shake a little the  
leaves on the tree which is alive and solid. When you are nine, you 
know that there are things that you don’t know, but you 
know
 that when you  
know something you know it. You know 
how
 a thing has been and you  
know that you can go barefoot in June.9
At the time the story opens, however, an unseasonable cold spell,
 
blackberry winter, and a gully washer have just interrupted the antici
­pated plan of
 
boyhood activity. From the beginning of the story, we  
are aware that the apparent security of the boy’
s
 world will be upset by  
a series of episodes revealing the mystery of change. The four scenes of
 the story - the first at his house, the second at the bridge, the third at
 the Negro cabin and the fourth at his house — are structured to
 suggest the idea of cycle or return, a going forth and a coming back.
 This pattern, like the notion that the gain of knowledge is worth the
 loss of innocence, argues for an interpretation of the story that
 stresses rebirth and renewal — if not the
 
regeneration of life, at least  
the enlightenment of the mind. In the epilogue that concludes the
 story, the older Seth looks back from the year 1945 — when Warren felt
 that the “slimed foundations” of
 
the world might be exposed — and  
considers the profound ironies of change: that the father who seemed
 invincible to him as a boy has died
 
early, a victim of the machine, not  
of nature; and that the mother who seemed strong has died of a broken
 heart; and that Old Jebb, who most wanted the release of death to end
 his fatigue and who had prophesied the end of the world, lives
 
on like  
an aging
 
Samson. Most important of all, Seth realizes the value of his  








 world,  his “One Life.” Seeing the tramp emerge from the woods,  
he is struck by “the strangeness of the sight” (p. 64) and he tries to
 “walk around” (p. 64) in his mind the idea of such unpredictable
 behavior.
 
The tramp is completely out of place; his appearance and his  
manner suggest the
 
origin of the city, a complex world unknown to the  
country 
boy.
 In the figure of the tramp Warren creates the archetype of  
the outsider, a character who threatens the security of a closed world;
 a vagabond or
 
maverick, he is the type of the failure  of the American  
dream of success. The tramp’
s
 nondescript eyes and “perfectly  
unmemorable face” (p. 69) are like a confusing mask to the boy,
 making him all the more inquisitive of the reality underneath. The
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boy’
s
 “steady and self-reliant” mother (p. 68), in whom he can feel  
confidence, offers the
 
tramp the work of burying the dead chicks and  
cleaning up the trash in the flower beds. This description of the littered
 setting, suggesting the destruction and death of the animate world,
 foreshadows the vivid descriptions
 
in succeeding scenes of the trash  
that runs in the creek and of the
 
trash under Dellie’ s cabin. The  boy  
begins to see the capacity of nature to ravage what it creates
 (chickens) and what man creates (flower beds). Seth will grow to
 realize that man does not control his environment and that he cannot
 be certain either of his expectations or of the satisfaction of his desires.
Seth does not perceive the full devastation of nature until he
 
arrives at the strange sight of the bridge over the swollen creek, which
 is described as “boiling,” “frothing,” “hissing,” “steaming” and
 “tumbling” (pp. 72-73) —- words that suggest natural cataclysm and
 foreshadow the Biblical tone of Old Jebb’s later description of the next
 great and annihilating flood. On the bank the boy’
s
 tall, proud father  
sits on his horse, above the heads of the other men, who are mostly
 poor white tenate farmers and in Seth’
s
 mind of a lower social class. In  
this episode Seth begins to learn about poverty, a condition largely
 unknown to him. The dead 
cow
 that floats past reminds the onlookers  
of their probable hunger in the future. The cow, which suggests the
 idea of maternity, foreshadows Dellie’s condition of menopause, Old
 Jebb’
s
 remark that mother earth might stop producing and his own  
mother’
s
 death some years later. Each of these images gives  unity to  
the story and affirms the idea of death to
 
man and nature, a death out  
of which there will seem to be no renewal.
When the young spectator at the bridge asks whether anyone has
 
ever eaten a drowned cow, the response is stunned silence; but the
 question becomes ironic in the light of Old Jebb’s statement later that
 if the earth stops producing man will eat up everything. Jebb’s wis
­dom is anticipated in an old Civil War veteran’
s
 response to the boy:  
“you live long enough and you’ll find a man will eat anything when
 the time comes.” (p. 76) This man speaks, it might be said, rather like a
 character out of Southwestern humor; his words demonstrate knowl
­edge of the
 
comic and the tragic. He is, like Old Jebb, the sage and seer,  
to whom time and experience have brought wisdom.
The third episode of
 
the story, at the Negro cabin, falls into two  
parts — in the first, Seth talks with the family cook Dellie and, in the
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her common-law  husband Old Jebb. Both of them have  
always been proud of their cleab, orderly house and yard; but, much to
 Seth’s surprise, the yard has also become
 
littered by the storm. Con ­
trary to what he had come to expect, the yard is full of the
 
trash and  
filth that had always remained hidden under the house. Seth learns
 that appearances or order, cleanliness and health can be deceptive,
 that dirt, ugliness and decay lie beneath the surface of things. This
 new awareness is reaffirmed when he sees Dellie, normally healthy
 and
 
active, lying sick under her quilt,  which, like the house hiding the  
litter, covers the reality of the decay underneath. Dellie is suffering
 menopause, what Old
 
Jebb later calls “the change of life and Time.”  
(p. 82) This change signals the end of her ability to reproduce and thus
 the approach of a kind of death. When Seth says he is sorry to hear
 that she is ill, he realizes that the word is an empty one. Language fails
 to express the emotions of loss or sorrow, and, like the men watching
 the creek, Seth stands a mute and powerless witness to this example of
 natural change and human suffering. 
The culmination of the boy’s journey is reached in his dialogue
 
with Jebb, who unlike the tramp has a wise, sad, kind face and
 represents the security of love and fatherly wisdom. A prophet figure,
 Jebb speaks like Noah, who foretells a flood but who has not heard
 God’s word of a possible salvation for man; he is also like the preacher
 of Ecclesiastes, but
 
his message is  that  the sun will never rise again,  
that the earth will not abide forever. Old Jebb will not tell Seth why
 Dellie is ill, and his response, “Time 
co
me and you find out every ­
thing,” (p. 82) reveals the Negro’s understanding that all things
 change and that time is needed for man to be aware of the nature of
 change and of
 
his part in it. Time, Jebb knows, is maturity.
Seth argues with Jebb that because it is June the cold spell will
 pass. Jebb contradicts the boy’s belief that what has been will always
 be when he says that the cold may have come to stay:
Cause this-here old yearth is tahrd. Hit is tahrd and ain’t gonna
 
perduce. Lawd let hit come rain one time forty days and forty nights,
 ’cause he was tahrd 
of
 sinful folks. Maybe this-here old yearth say to the  
Lawd, Lawd, I done plum tahrd, Lawd, lemme rest. (pp. 82-83)
Like Dellie, mother earth will lose her fecundity and man will be
 
faced with extinction. The irony of Old J ebb’s speech is that man feels
 no awe for the earth’
s
 seemingly infinite bounty or no concern to  
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preserve it; the Lord rested on the seventh day and 
so
 does man, but  
the earth can never rest. As Seth leaves, the cold penetrating his spirit
 as well
 
as his bare feet, Jebb tells him to hurry home before “you ketch  
yore death.” (p. 83) Young Seth will also have to endure the process of
 change and decay; like all men, he has caught his death. Back at his
 home, in the concluding episode that brings the action full circle, Seth
 follows the tramp up the drive toward the pike and into the memory of
 the future.
In the epilogue, the adult Seth provides a perspective on his youth
ful experiences and reveals that
 
he is not unlike the Ancient Mariner  
in his need to articulate the meaning
 
of what happened to him on that  
day. The story provides for him and for the reader an epiphany that
 gains value in the narrator’
s
 dual vantage point of youth, which feels,  
and age, which interprets. The fullest insight belongs to the reader,
 however, for it is he who perceives the entire significance of Seth’
s experience. The epiphany we participate in is a discovery of the self in
 relation to one’
s
 environment and to other individuals, not unlike  
Robinson Crusoe’
s
 discovery of the footprint, a  mark that signalled a  
change in his life. (Seth thinks early in the story about this moment of
 self-awareness in Defoe’
s
 work.) The image of a footprint is particu ­
larly meaningful in the light of its importance as a symbol of man’s
 relation to nature, which is both his sustainer and his destroyer.
 Seth’
s
 bare feet grip the earth but they are unprotected from the cold  
and dirt; they let him know nature as she is. As the foot is an important
 symbol in the story, so is the hand, which can grasp hold of reality.
 Each of the adult characters has strong hands, which presumably can
 control and shape destiny — or at least that seems so to young Seth.
 But the painful truth is that these people cannot alter their lives, that
 they will become victims of their
 
mortality. Their condition is  almost  
like that of the character in All the King's Men who has what Jack
 Burden calls the Great Twitch, which determines that man is a victim
 of uncontrollable forces. The characters in “Blackberry Winter” have
 the freedom to choose and to act but no certainty that their choices and
 acts won’t be overwhelmed by nature.
“Blackberry Winter,” like The Ancient Mariner and All the King's
 
Men, creates in literary form, as Warren writes in “Knowledge and the
 Image of Man,” “a vision of experience ... fulfilled and redeemed in
 knowledge, the ugly with the beautiful, the slayer with the slain, what
 was known as shape now known as time, what was known in time now
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known as shape, a
 
new knowledge.”10 This definition of the ordering  
of experience
 
into a literary image comments on the theme of his own  
fiction, particularly “Blackberry Winter.” Man has a right, states
 Warren, to define himself and to achieve his own identity, or an image
 of himself. He says that this notion of personality is part of the
 heritage of Christianity, in which every soul is valuable to God and in
 which the story of every soul is the story of its choice of salvation or
 damnation.
 
In the quest for knowledge, Warren declares,  man discov ­
ers his separateness
 
and the pain of self-criticism and of isolation; but  
he also learns that his condition is shared by all men alike:
In the pain of isolation he may achieve the courage and clarity of mind 
to 
envisage the tragic pathos of life, and once he realizes that the tragic
 experience is universal and a corollary of man’s place in nature, he may
 return to a communion with man and nature.11
Man’s knowledge makes him aware that he is a fallen creature,
 
Warren is saying, but that he has gained more than he has lost:
Man can return 
to
 his lost unity, and if that return is fitful and precar ­
ious, if the foliage and flower of the innocent garden are now somewhat
 browned by a late season, all is the more 
precious
 for the fact, for what is  
now achieved has been achieved by a growth of moral awareness.12
These two passages provide a perfect gloss of Warren’s story and
 
novel written a decade earlier.
The essay on The Ancient Mariner and All the King's Men share
 
with “Blackberry Winter” similar themes of sin, isolation, change and
 growth, similar characters who lose their innocence because of others
 who embody evil and guilt or because of forces over which they have
 no apparent
 
control and similar techniques of rich texture, narrative  
point-of-view and the treatment of time. Reading “A Poem of Pure
 Imagination,” All the King's Men and “Blackberry Winter” together
 enhances the reader’
s










Winston Weathers’s comprehensive essay, “ ‘Blackberry Winter’ and the Use  
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of Archetypes,” SSF, 1(1963), 45-51, discusses the meaning of Warren’
s
 symbolic  
and archetypal patterns and has enlightened my reading of the story, as has
 Richard Allan Davison’s “Physical Imagery in Robert Penn Warren’
s
 ‘Blackberry  
Winter’, 
”
 GaR, 22 (1968), 482-88.
4
 “
A Poem of Pure Imagination: an Experiment in Reading,” Selected Essays  











All the King's Men (New York, 1973), p. 438.
8
 
“Writer at Work,” p. 5.
9
 
The Circus in the Attic and Other Stories (New York, 1962), pp. 63-64. Page  
numbers of subsequent quotations from the story are given in the text.
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